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Field Crops Newsletter:

January 2008

In General:
The New Year promises to be another year of opportunity. However, while this suggests a positive situation, there is much
uncertainty connected with making the kinds of commitments needed to take advantage of the opportunities that exist and that may
develop. For many of us the present situation seems to be the fruition of hopes we’ve had for years; but in fact production costs have
kept pace with prices. We are still faced with the old dilemma of keeping costs at a minimum while doing the things necessary to
produce good yields. The one thing that has not changed is that those who can resist the temptation to overspend during these times
stand to do well, while those who ”bet the farm” may find the boom too short to pay off the notes. Most of you are the survivors of
similar times in the past; so continue your careful planning and application of common sense, and you will be winners again.
Cotton:

The 2008 cotton acreage in Mississippi may drop below the half-million mark for the first time in living memory unless
something dramatic occurs prior to planting time. All input costs have risen, plus producers are switching to other crops as a result of
high pest control costs. Delta fields in 2007 were sprayed up to 15 times for tarnished plant bug, and some localities were also
plagued by spider mites. Some populations showed high levels of tolerance to even the most recently developed chemistry. The
strange fact is that these pest problems were generally not present at severe levels in the Hill sections of the state.
There is probably someone out there who can make a solid statement about the cause for differing levels of pests between
Delta and Hill areas; but it will not be me. One theory that makes sense is that Hill areas have more “habitat” for the reproduction of
beneficial insects. This makes sense to me; but I have no proof other than my own field observations. While making boll damage
counts, I visited growers in the Hills who had not treated their non-Bt cotton at all and had good yields. Most Hill growers had only
treated fields two to three times. As I have said before, this seems to be telling us that Hill farmers have a unique opportunity to grow
cotton without the high costs associated with the crop in other areas. It also may suggest that Hill country growers are able to produce
cotton efficiently with conventional varieties. As one grower commented to me, “I can use the tech fees to pay my people.”
When we talk about growing cotton without Bt technology, the subject invariably ends up going back to 1995, “the worm
year”. Will someone please tell me why it’s any worse to see 450 pound per acre or lower yields resulting from plant bugs in fields
capable of producing 1200 pounds than it was to see similar damage from worms in 1995? This damage is occurring in fields planted
to varieties that carry a tech fee that is a major part of the total crop budget. This seems like we are buying an expensive form of
insurance that we may not really need. In some cases, farmers are also purchasing crop insurance which seems redundant to me.
Our cotton variety trials in 2007 showed that we have a lot of good “flex” cotton varieties. In our trial at Durant, all 24
varieties yielded over 1100 pounds per acre, with only one (ST5599BR) over 1300 pounds. While some are better than others, and
fiber quality varies among them, virtually every company has good choices for our area. We don’t yet have the fiber data for the
statewide flex trials conducted on farms by Area Agents; but I have the results for the conventional skip-row trial that was planted
near Goodman. The table on the back page of this letter shows these results. We also plan to complete an economic analysis on this
trial. You will need to “scale down” lint percentages somewhat in this table since the samples were ginned in the lab without
cleaning. I have placed an asterisk* by the names of entries that may likely be available, based on what I know today.
I hope you will tolerate my madness for a moment as I say again that cotton belongs in our cropping mix, especially in the
Hills where in most cases irrigation is not available, and where “natural” fertility is not generally as high as in the Delta. When soil
pH is right, and P and K levels are in the medium to high range, we can produce good cotton yields with 80 pounds of N per acre or
less; and cotton does not deplete soil fertility reserves as rapidly as the other two crops. Now that the boll weevil is no longer active,
insect pests are not as much at issue for us in the Hills, especially when beneficial populations (including fireants) are allowed to
develop fully. For fire ants to have their maximum impact, no-till culture is best. They develop too late in tilled fields.
Cotton is tolerant to heat, more capable of dealing with moderate drought than either corn or soybeans, and timing of rainfall
is not as critical. Cotton also lends itself well to reduced and no-till systems we need to use for soil conservation. I know we can’t
grow cotton if we can’t sell it profitably; however that situation will likely correct itself if acreage continues to drop in the “major”
cotton production areas. I suggest you keep cotton in your rotation program, and be ready to capitalize on it if and when the
opportunity arrives. Everything runs in cycles, and so does this. We need the other crops for several good reasons; but I can’t avoid
the idea that we need to stay with the horse we rode in on even though it may be a bit lame at the moment.

Corn:

It’s a little surprising to see the major shift in planting intentions from corn to soybeans, especially following a year when
corn proved itself capable of dealing with environmental stress much better than we might have expected. The increase in soybean
price is of course the main reason for the change; however there are other underlying issues that have contributed. The big
“secondary” issue is the price of nitrogen fertilizers that are required in large amounts for high-yielding corn. Another seems to be a
moderation in the push toward the use of corn for ethanol. We are seeing more interest in the use of biomass crops for ethanol
production, and it seems that more interest is being directed toward soy-diesel.
Corn will be a major crop again this year; however with current prices for inputs, profitability may be little if any better than
when costs were lower and the selling price was below $3 per bushel. Corn may actually be planted on more acres than might have
been planted had the supply of soybean planting seed not come into question as it has lately.
We can’t avoid the fact that our area dodged a bullet in 2007 as we received rain just in time to save our corn. Although July
rainfall seems to be a fairly dependable weather phenomenon in our area, there is no guarantee this will happen every year. There is
inherent risk with a crop that must have its water during a relatively short but critical stage of development. I enjoy working with
corn; however the issue of water cannot be ignored.
Variety trials in 2007 demonstrated that there are still a few genetic combinations that work best for us; and are in general the
same ones or the descendants of those that have stood the test of time. There is little doubt that several seed companies have greatly
improved their offerings for the South, and we should give some of the best performers an opportunity by trying them; however the
bulk of our acreage should be planted to those which produce best in our area. Give us a call if you need trial results.
A recurring question deals with how to modify our production system for continuous corn. Some area fields have now been
planted to corn for almost ten consecutive years, with predictable effects on soil fertility factors, pest issues, and diseases. Some of
these fields may be rotated to soybean this year; however many will remain in corn. As I have commented to several people, we must
raise the “ante” on these fields to offset the impact of our intentional violation of the principles of rotation. This may include the
alternation of herbicide chemistry, the use of in-furrow insecticides in addition to seed treatments, the alternation of varieties with
differing disease tolerance, and of course the targeting of soil fertility issues specific to corn. Another issue is the question of foliar
fungicides; however this one still does not have a clear answer, and should be considered on a field-by-field basis.
As we were fortunate to receive timely rains to produce corn in 2007, we were also fortunate to receive good weather for
harvesting and storing the crop. This is especially true given the fact that much of the crop was not stored in ideal facilities for corn.
The dry fall also allowed most of the corn to be moved before the arrival of significant wet weather that might have caused problems.
The shift to more soybeans may be a blessing in disguise on this issue.
Soybeans:
Current offerings for old crop beans are crowding twelve dollars per bushel. The last time we had soybean prices this high
was in the summer of 1973, following a spring flood and a period of poor planting conditions that led buyers to believe the supply
would be tight. We have now passed the 1973 price levels and the market is still climbing. I believe somebody wants us to plant
soybeans.
It’s really difficult to believe this market is real. With all the speculation that goes on in the commodity market these days
one must suspect that at least some of these “bulls” are walking on thin ice. Considering the uncertainty associated with seed
supplies, weather, and global unrest, the decision to sell against next year’s crop may be difficult; but we should contract at least
enough of the crop to cover projected expenses. Beyond that you have to answer the “Dirty Harry” question made famous by Clint
Eastwood: “Do you feel lucky?”
Corn is complicating the issue of soybean variety selection, since both corn and beans may be ready for harvest at the same
time. The market is discouraging the planting of our most dependable Group 4 varieties in favor of the later-harvested mid to late
Group 5’s. Group 5 varieties are likely the best choice for planting after wheat; but the last several years have shown that Group 4
varieties are capable of producing high yields by avoidance of exposure to environmental stresses, insects, and diseases. This fact is
especially important in light of the possibility for rust that has increased each year lately.
When planted early (mid to late March/early April), Group 4’s are ready for harvest about the first of August rather than late
August/early September as for the Group 5’s. The options are to plant the 4’s and store them on the farm, take a chance on being able
to harvest and deliver 4’s, or go with the 5’s. For those who have storage, the best choice is probably to grow 4’s and store them; but
that option is not open to a large portion of the projected acreage for 2008. The question may answer itself since we may have to plant
whatever varieties are available. I guess we will have to find our way through this maze as the year unfolds.
An option I have mentioned before that may fit Hill country producers who farm in areas separated from other farms is that
of returning to conventional varieties, at least for this year while seed supplies are in question. There are conventional varieties in
both Group 4 and 5 maturity that have performed well in MAFES trials and equivalent trials in neighboring states. I don’t have to
mention the weed management considerations; but we still have a huge arsenal of herbicides to manage weeds in conventional beans.
We may need a refresher course on how to use these materials; but we can do that too.

Another topic I will mention is that of sod planting beans without tillage. There is little doubt that fields left idle for a
number of years will be planted to beans this year; and this can be done without tillage. This is especially important for sloping fields
where soil erosion is likely following tillage. When soil fertility issues including pH and levels of soil P and K have been kept current,
yields of soybeans planted into killed sod can be equal to or even better than tilled fields. Those who find it difficult to accept this
idea should study the research that has been done here in Mississippi and several other states before expending time, fuel, and precious
moisture with unnecessary tillage.
The fact is that if field conditions are good enough for tillage, you can skip tillage and plant directly into sod with a no-till
drill or planter. Those who would like to plant beans this year but have no tillage equipment are not at a disadvantage. I know that for
some this is like saying the earth is flat; but that does not change the fact. I will offer to spend time with and help anyone who wants
to do this. If you are considering growing beans, spend your dollars on a good no-till drill or planter and a boom sprayer. Leave the
rest of the scrap iron on the sales lot. This also works for corn if that’s your choice.
Wheat:

We have a great start toward a high-yielding wheat crop. Stands are generally very good, with exception of a few spots
where stands are below optimum levels. Overall, the fields I have visited have excellent stands. The earliest planted fields are
showing more broadleaf vegetation than I like to see in the form of henbit, chickweed, cress, and other cool season weeds. Wild
onions and garlic are emerging in some fields, as well as ryegrass and annual bluegrass. Some of these fields need an application of
herbicide to reduce competition with the crop. We can justify these applications since the removal of competition will normally
justify the cost by increasing yield. Some fields have already been treated, but others need treating as soon as possible. I know that a
lot of people with wheat are planning to go with only a phenoxy herbicide in February before jointing; but this will not control
ryegrass which has the greatest potential for yield loss in wheat. If you need help, call me or a trusted fieldman or consultant to help
you.
Early-planted wheat is already tillering heavily, which translates to the fact that most people will only need a single
application of nitrogen prior to jointing. There are a few late planted fields, and fields with marginal stands that will do best with split
applications of N – one in late January, and the second prior to jointing in February. The normal split is one third on the first shot and
the other two thirds on the second shot. Total N rate should be about 2.5 pounds of actual N per bushel of expected yield.
You should already be checking wheat to note any areas of poor drainage that need opening up, and to catch early any
infestation of aphids that can bring barley yellow dwarf virus to your wheat. At the spring green-up, begin regular scouting for weeds,
insects, and diseases. If you are new to wheat, get help with identification of problems as they appear. Applications should not be
“automatic”, but based on good information.
Weather will have a big impact on wheat yields. Last spring was ideal with minimal rainfall and plenty of sunlight. If
weather gets wet, drainage will be even more critical. With the amount of wheat planted this year, the likelihood of diseases vectored
by wind will be increased, as well as the chance for insects that are also aided in movement by wind. Scouting is the key to preventing
a little problem from becoming a big one.
In Conclusion:
Sorry for getting long-winded; but there was a lot of ground to cover in this one. I could keep going; but you are probably
tired of this by now. Call your local Extension office if you need to contact me or for more information, or you can reach me by cell
phone:
. Office:
. Happy New Year.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

*Crop College (Ernie’s): Our Crop College will be held in two locations this year: Vaiden Library
in Carroll County, and Leesburg Fire Station in Rankin County. Plans are for it to be held from mid
February to early March on Tuesday and Thursday evenings. Tuesday sessions will be at one location
and Thursday sessions at the other. At present we are planning for 3 to 4 sessions of 2 hours each on
topics relative to plans for the 2008 crop. Final scheduling is not complete at this time.

Table 1: Skip-row trial of conventional cotton varieties near Goodman, MS in 2007
Planted May 2, Harvested October 21
Soil type: Sandy Loam
Variety
DP 491

SdCtn/Ac.
2852

Lint %
44.1

Est.Lint/Ac.
1257

Ranking
9

Mic.
4.2

Str.
35

Length
1.12

Uniformity
84

DP 493

3026

44

1331

6

4.9

33

1.16

85

DP 565

3176

41.2

1308

7

4.8

33

1.1

82

DP 393*

3534

41.7

1473

2

4.6

30

1.13

85

FM 966*

2877

40.7

1171

12

4.1

31

1.15

84

A 4207*

2829

39.6

1120

14

4.0

35

1.12

84

A 8120*

3176

40

1270

8

4.9

32

1.08

83

AT Tpk*

3000

44.6

1338

5

4.3

31

1.15

84

AT Mx9*

2976

38.8

1154

13

4.0

26

1.13

82

CT 210*

3416

36.3

1240

10

4.3

30

1.08

82

CT 212*

3357

43.2

1450

3

4.5

34

1.12

83

CT 110*

3440

39.6

1362

4

4.4

32

1.04

81

CT310*

3195

38.8

1239

11

4.1

29

1.15

84

CT Linwood*

3587

42.2

1509

1

4.5

32

1.06

83

DP=Deltapine, FM=Fibermax, A=Americot, AT=All Tex, CT=”Cold-Tolerant” varieties from Seed Tech Genetics
Grading done by the USDA Cotton Classing Office at Dumas, AR.

Upcoming Events: It’s “Meeting Time” again.
*January 4 – Tri-State Soybean Forum: Dumas Community Center, Dumas, AR. Begins 8AM. This is always the best soybeansonly meeting of the year. E-mail me if you need more information. ernestf@ext msstate.edu
*January 8-11 - Beltwide Cotton Conferences: Gaylord Opryland Resort and Convention Center, Nashville, TN. Contact: National
Cotton Council (901) 274-9030. beltwide@cotton.org.
*January 15-16 – Delta Ag Expo. Bolivar County Expo Building, Cleveland, MS. 8:30AM to 4PM on the 15th, and 8:30AM to 1PM
on the 16th. Updates on many topics in all crops. Contact Mr. Ben Spinks, Bolivar County Extension at (662) 843-8361
*January 21-22 – National Conservation Systems Cotton and Rice Conference. Grand Casino Resort, Tunica, MS (www nctd.net,
or (573) 547-7212.
*January 23 - Ag Producers’ Video Conference: MSU Extension Service. Will be downlinked to County Extension Offices. Starts
at 8AM. Speakers: Drs. Erick Larson (Corn fertility and early planting), Tom Allen (Wheat diseases), Steve Martin and John
Anderson (Farm Bill update and markets), Dan Poston (burndown considerations). Contact your local Extension Office.
*February 12, 13, 14 – Mississippi Crop College: This meeting, sponsored by the Miss. Section of the American Society of
Agronomy, is for the accumulation of credit hours for Certified Crop Advisors, and other agricultural professionals. It is also the
annual meeting of the Miss. Section of ASA.
*February 19 – Integrated Pest Management Workshop, Central Research and Extension Center, Raymond, MS. Contact Dr. David
Ingram (601) 857-2284
*February 29 – March 1 – Mid-South Farm and Gin Show, Cook Convention Center, Memphis, TN

